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. At the height of the Berlin crisis
late last fall, signals at Strategic Air
Command headquarters indicated the
Pnited States might be under attack
and ~ hydrogen-bomb-loaded planes
“~gven Yushed to the runways of SAC
“hases all over the world.

The bombers did not take off. It
was a false alarm. : ‘
- -The Tfour harrowing minutes that _
the alert lasted revealed a flaw in
SAC and Air Defense Command com-
itions. But it also showed that
safety devices that control our
‘fetalitory forces do work, and it proved
“tHefirst time that SAC actually
“half its bombers on effective 12Y,-
minute alert.

Lights Hint Trouble

his is the story, never before told: ™
t Wds 5 a.m., cold and dark at
“Omahd, Neb. Underground, near the
sleeping city, SAC officers were alert,
s always; before the huge display
boards that would be used to plot the
coutse of ‘a global war.
~-Suddenly, lights on a signal board
ated “that something had gone
wrong~ with BMEWS, the two giant
= -radar stations designed to detect en-
eniy missiles high across the Arctic .
yastes.
AC officers understood Instantly
at the signal could mean that the
stations had been destroyed by the
nemy. They knew it would be logical
“for the enemy to destroy BMEWS as
‘the first overt move in a massive at-
fack on the United States. __
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- - Gen. Power Notified

If it was the start of an attack, the
Strategic Air Command had only min-
utes to act. Enemy ICBMs could land
on the United States within 15 min-
utes of the time they crossed the
Arctic.

The officers swiftly informed the
boss of S8AC, Gen. Thomas 8. Power,
and also started a check with Air
Defense Command headguarters in
Colorado Springs, Colo.

But the lines to Colorado Springs
were found to be dead. -

- “There could be two explanations for
the dead lines and the signals on the
display board. Elther an attack was
under way, or there was a foulup with
the equipment. .

Both explanations seemed unlikely.
The Berlin crisis was at its peak, but
there were no intelligence reports of
Russian preparations for a strike. In-
telligence did say, moreover, that if
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that
ld have only enough’ missiles
1bers to wound the United

ossible, In theory, for communi-
to be cut simultaneously with

‘ b, Gen. F
an. explanafion.

) ydrogen %ombs were already on
g %rd ich crew had its list of tar-

: picked up the red
| telephone that connects him with
every SAC base in the world and or-
- 1l bombers: on_alert to taxi

ways and be ready to take

dgrgroupd at Omaha, 8AC
olng through their own
~war and also looking
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tected command post and take
over active chrectlon

For slightly more than four
minutes war seemed possible.
Then, just as suddenly as they
were broken, communications
between SAC, BMEWS and thef
Air Defense Command were ré=j.

- It was quickly clear tha
BMEWS was unharmed aftd
all, and no one had hit Colo¥]
rado Springs. There was {o bép
no war. 4

The tensmn broke at SACY
headquarters, but to be com-|
pletely on the safe side, they!|:
let the bombers continue to|:
move to the runways. Just 12% |
minutes after Gen. Power sent
out his first order, the word
that one-half of

[

force—were waiting to take off.
Back On Routine Alert
CIf the onglnal order had
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“of those planes could have been

in the afr and on their way|.

already to enemy targets.
They did not take off, GeR.L

'

yesterday for two reasons:

over an EYTor, )

Becond, SAC wanted o fmd
the causé of the communica-
tions break and correct it be-
fore the ghemy could find any
possible * advantage in - the[
1nc1dent

K 0 1
3 been found and corrected. Ap-
. Bparently it was a deslgn mis-
“=hiake. The mulfiple lines that

. Mismkg m Desxgn o
v the malfunction Txas'

were supposed to provide back-
up if one or more of them

~lfailed all ran together at one
-point, and the trouble occurred:

‘there.

They no longer run together,
at any point.
The exact cause of the troubl
‘will not be made public. N
Hatter whether the ¢ausé

-g{the disruption was man ma

ral’there may be so
: "ﬁ?‘“’“’" “eotld benes
the details..
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__aiproud and relieved to have

First of all no one simply
pushed a button and started a
war. Gen. Power used his pro-
fessional judgment and ordered
his forces into a position to
fight-—he did not send them
off to fight.

Even if he had the bombers

{would have turned around and
returned to their bases unless
|they had been sent.a further
order to proceed.
Meanwhile SAC and the top
civilian and military leaders
would have had at least two]
hours to check out the alarmi,
before a final “go” signal would
have been sent.

During that time, other signs
"1of an attack would have been
checked and the President
"would have made a decision to
proceed or drop back.
‘" Any one of these multiple
‘|layers of checks would have
‘|stopped an attack which did{’

not, in faet, start. :
; Safeguards like these havei
been used before. In one well-
publicized incident more than a
year ago the BMEWS radar])
picked up the moon and sent|]
a false signal that one ICBM| |
was, on its way. SAC responded |
qulckly, but again stopped well
i short of an accidental war.

Beat Its Goal |

|
SAC is proud of its actions
during the alarm. But it is most

=L

«Lfound out during the alarm that
.iit does have an ability to keep
ithalf of its bomber Iorce on
lunder-15-minute alert.
Under the Eisenhower ad-
||ministration, SAC was building
Jtoward a 15-minute alert of
{|one-third of its force. Before it
eould achieve- that, President
Kennedy ordered the alert
‘|stepped up to one-half of thel]
force. E
Some SAC officers. thought it |
couldn’t be done. Both men and
machines have their limita-|
tions, and the goal of one-half
of the crews and planes ready|?
to take off in 15 minutes|
seemed to stretch resources un-
Jaasonably
- On that late fall nxght when

L.,

@he alarm sounded, SAC was.

ot at all sure it really had
#uch an alert force. But during
that completely unscheduled
pre-dawn test, SAC found it

gayld beat the. goal by 2%
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